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1. Executive summary

The PINC project designs and develops a comprehensive training programme 
for future teachers, which provides them with the skills they need to facilitate 
active play for all children. Looking at ‘all children’ the idea of inclusion 
comes to the fore. We can’t underestimate the importance of inclusive play 
in education and general development. Future teachers should be aware of 
that importance. The first part is about creating awareness as a basis for 
change towards inclusion. Future teachers need to have knowledge of the 
different views on people with disabilities. To create, organise and facilitate 
that process they need to have a common basis for looking at inclusion as well 
as the knowledge of the different building blocks of inclusion.

This guide presents the reader an insight into the different views on people 
with disabilities. By giving an overview of the most common models together 
with the summary of international and European legislation we try to create a 
common basis to look at inclusion from a non-negotiable framework. We start 
from the principle of a basic equality. Inclusion is a right. Although inclusion is 
a right it isn’t always a reality. Therefore, we present inclusion as a process 
of change. How can we make inclusion a reality? Which building blocks do 
we need to proceed on this path. In the last part we investigate the position 
on that path of every country involved in PINC. We also take in account the 
evidence of research that inclusion works.

The conclusion of this guide is that accepting the right of inclusion is a 
necessary requirement to develop inclusive learning and play environments. 
International research findings state that everyone benefits from inclusion: 
children with special needs and their families, peers without special needs 
and educational professionals.
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2. Introduction
Inclusion is defined as the ‘idea that everyone should 
be able to use the same facilities, take part in the same 
activities, and enjoy the same experiences, including 
people who have a disability or other disadvantage’ 
At least that is what the Cambridge dictionary says.1 
It actually sounds quite logical but then why is it 
the subject of this guide? Does inclusion not come 
naturally? Isn’t it logical that inclusion is a reality? 
Unfortunately, we need to give a negative response to 
these questions.

The PINC project was created to promote inclusion 
through playing together. 

“Promoting inclusive play opportunities is an important 
step towards inclusion of children with disabilities 
in schools, sports clubs and associations. So far, the 
accessibility of ludic moments during school breaks and of 
leisure activities after school has received limited attention. 
The PINC project addresses this gap and develops a 
targeted education program on inclusive playgrounds for 
future teachers”2

In the first chapter we present the different models or 
perspectives on disability. How we look at people with 
disabilities often determines how we (re)act towards 
them, how we interact (or not), how we live together 
(or not).

It is in rather recent years that legislation is perceived 
to achieve inclusion for people with disabilities – this is 
the subject of the second chapter. From the Salamanca 
statement on the United Nations Declaration on Right 
for People with a Disability to legislation of the EU and 
what they all mean to the human rights for people 
with disabilities.

Chapter three gives an insight on how inclusion can 
happen. We look at inclusion as a transition process of 
‘educational change’ and how to create it. The model for 
complex change can also be used to manage change in 
youth, leisure or sports organisations.

In the fourth chapter we present some more concrete 
tools that are useful in that transition. Chapter five 
gives an overview of the legislation on inclusive 
education and the state of play in partner-countries of 
the PINC-project.

In the last chapter we ask ourselves the question “Does 
inclusion really work?”. The answer is yes. Research in 
all PINC-Partner countries affirms that inclusion is 
beneficial for all children! .

9
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THE CONCEPT OF DISABILITY
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3.1. The moral model (When disability is a punishment)

The moral (and/or religious) model of disability, the 
oldest model, is a pre-modern paradigm that views 
disability as an act of a god, usually a punishment 
for some sin committed by the disabled individual or 
their family. In that sense, disability is punitive and 
tragic in nature. The model can be found in different 
religious traditions, including the Judeo-Christian 
tradition.

A good explanation of the moral (and/or religious) 
model of disability is the following:

“[S]ome people, if not many, believe that some disabi-
lities are the result of lack of adherence to social mo-
rality and religious proclamations that warn against 
engaging in certain behaviour. To further explain this 

model, some beliefs are based upon the assumption 
that some disabilities are the result of punishment 
from an all-powerful entity. Furthermore, the belief is 
that the punishment is for an act or acts of transgres-
sion against prevailing moral and/or religious edicts.”7

Besides the view of punishment for sins, the moral 
(and/or religious) model of disability also describes 
disability as a test of faith or a way to salvation. It’s 
a test where ‘individuals and families are specially se-
lected by god to receive a disability and are given the 
opportunity to redeem themselves through their endu-
rance, resilience, and piety’.8

A third view within the moral (and/or religious) mo-
del is that a disability opens as a God-given oppor-

3. The concept of disability
The first sign of civilization in an ancient culture was 
a femur (thighbone) that had been broken and then 
healed.3 This was the response of anthropologist Mar-
garet Mead to a student’s question on what the first 
signs of civilization was. If an animal breaks a leg the 
animal is bound to die. So, the first signs of civilization 
are another person taking care of an injured fellow. Ci-
vilization starts where people help each other through 
rough and tough times.

People with disabilities are often looked at as someo-
ne who we need to take care of. But as early as Plato 
who stated, ‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder’, loo-
king at disabilities is not prejudice-free. Julie Smart 
explains that a thorough examination of the different 
models of disability is necessary. She mentions that “a 
model is a set of guiding assumptions, concerns, and pro-
positions about the nature of phenomena or human expe-
rience. Models have often been defined as human-made 
tools for understanding and human-made guidelines for 
action.”4

Models are man-made and thus serve a few impor-
tant purposes:

“Models of disability provide definitions of disability. Mo-
dels of disability provide explanations of causal attribu-
tion and responsibility attributions. Models of disability 
are based on (perceived) needs. Models guide the formula-
tion and implementation of policy. Models of disability are 
not value neutral. Models of disability determine which 
academic disciplines study and learn about people with 
disabilities (PWDs).

Models of disability shape the self-identity of PWDs. Mo-
dels of disability can cause prejudice and discrimination”.5

To provide a clearer view on the kaleidoscope of 
models we give a brief abstract of the existing models 
of disability.6 We only give an overview of the models 
over time. We do not place one above the other. All 
models have been criticised but this discussion is 
beyond our scope. When we do close in on the critique, 
it is to get a clearer view on the model. What we do 
want to mention is the holistic response to those 
criticisms. The last model we present is the eco-bio-
psycho-social model, an integrative model through 
the ICF-CY-model.
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tunity. That opportunity must be seen as a possibi-
lity to develop character. That character building (to 
elaborate for example patience or courage) is part 
of God’s plan for people with disabilities.9

A fourth view is that having a disability is a meta-

physical blessing. A person automatically improves 
the functioning of other senses due to an impair-
ment. Therefore, the person is granted with ‘special 
abilities to perceive, reflect, transcend, be spiritual’.10

3.2. The charity model (When disability is being victimised)

The charity model affirms the idea people with 
disabilities should be pitied because they are victi-
mised by their impairment and the circumstances. 
The able should therefore assist the people with 
disabilities because they are suffering in their tragic 
situation. Special services and special institutions 
are in place for them being different.11

Where the moral and/or religious model has a more 
negative view on people with disabilities, the chari-
ty model aims to encourage the humane treatment 

of people with disabilities. In contrast with the mo-
ral and/or religious model of disability, which has a 
largely negative view of PWDs, the charity model 
seeks to act to the benefit of PWDs, encouraging 
‘humane treatment of people with disabilities.’12

The biggest critique is that the charity model stren-
gthens the stereotypes that people with disabilities 
are helpless and depend on the protection and care 
of others. This leads to an instalment of a lower so-
cial status based on dependency.

12
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3.3. The (Bio)medical model (When disability is a disease)

The (bio)medical model of disability, as well as the 
moral model, narrows disability down to an indivi-
dual problem with the result of focusing on patho-
logy and a certain degree of stigma. As an answer to 
the personal medical problem there is the personal 
medical solution. Both models focus on the indivi-
dual level and ignore that there might be a ‘group’ 
problem with its origin in society.

The medical model of disability has been the domi-
nant paradigm of disability in the last 200 years. As 
it uses the concept of pathology, it provides a way 
of describing the norms that have traditionally go-
verned disability in Western society. It divides peo-
ple into ‘disabled’ and ‘non- disabled’ as normative 
categories. By such a view a person with a disability 
is narrowed to an individualised medical problem.13

The only way to determine the presence of a disa-
bility (or pathology) is diagnostic testing. To be able 
to conduct that testing or diagnostic classification, 

several systems, such as the former International 
Classification of Impairment, Disabilities and Han-
dicaps (ICIDH) (World Health 

Organisation, 1993) and the Diagnostic and Sta-
tistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth edition 
(DSMV) (American Psychiatric Association, 2000) 
have been constructed. They categorise disability 
as a pathology based on a psycho-medical testing 
industry, expensive test batteries and labelling. 
Despite claims of multidimensionality, this is still 
largely a medical model.

The medical model of disability is sometimes re-
ferred to as the ‘personal tragedy’ model because it 
defines disability in a fundamentally negative way.14 
Disability is, compared to a healthy norm or norma-
lity, regarded as objectively bad, as a pitiable condi-
tion, a personal tragedy for both the individual and 
the family. It’s considered something to be preven-
ted and, if possible, cured.15

13
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3.4. The Social model (When disability is a social construct)

Like the moral model, the (bio)medical model both 
share the view that disability is a personal stigma 
(moral model) or individual pathology ((bio)medical 
model). The social model, on the other hand, per-
ceives disability within society. It focuses on socie-
ty’s lack of  accommodation to include people with 
disabilities. In other words, people do not have a 
disability or not have a disability but are made disa-
bled by their environment. That doesn’t mean that 
people with disability must avoid medical treatment 
or should only engage in human rights movement, 
but it can help people with disability to develop a 
more positive self-identity that incorporates disa-
bility and disability pride, resulting in greater open-
ness to relationships with both able-people and 
people with disabilities.16

In the socio-political model disability is a social and 
civil construction, meaning that there is nothing 
inherent in a disability or individuals with disabili-
ties that warrants prejudices, stereotypes, and re-
duced opportunities.17 In fact a disability is a social 
construct of disadvantage that has been placed, by 
society, on top of the impairment. The distinction 
between impairment and disability is that impair-
ment refers to the physical, neurological, or medical 
condition and disability refers to the social impact 
and consequences of the impairment when people 
participate in an inaccessible environment or so-
ciety. Ophthalmia neonatorum, which is caused by 
gonorrhoea organisms in the maternal birth canal, 
is a major cause for visual impairments. Participa-
ting in a non-adapted environment constructed for 
and by people without visual impairments creates 
a disability.

The true meaning of the view of the social model 
has been stated by Union of the Physically Impaired 
against Segregation’s (UPIAS) manifesto document, 
Fundamental Principles of Disability (1976):

“[D]isability is a situation, caused by social conditions, 
which requires for its elimination, (a) that no one aspect 
such as incomes, mobility or institutions is treated in 
isolation, (b) that disabled people should, with the ad-
vice and help of others, assume control over their own 
lives, and (c) that professionals, experts and others who 
seek to help must be committed to promoting such 
control by disabled people. (p. 3)”

There’s been quite some critique on the social mo-
del. One such criticism is the fact that it ignores the 
immediate effect of some impairments. For instan-
ce, a physical impairment will have a direct impact 
on activity. So not all differences are socially dri-
ven.18 

One of the main critiques comes down to the diffe-
rence that has been made between impairment and 
disability. Where impairment refers to the medical 
condition and disability to the social construction. 
But both are different sides to the same coin:

“People are disabled both by social barriers and by their 
bodies. This is straightforward and uncontroversial … 
Impairment and disability are not dichotomous, but 
describe different places on a continuum, or different 
aspects of a single experience. It is difficult to deter-
mine where impairment ends and disability starts, but 
such vagueness need not be debilitating. Disability is 
a complex dialectic of biological, psychological, cultural 
and socio-political factors, which cannot be extricated 
except with imprecision.”19

Although the social model has faced opposition, it 
is still going strong, focusing on the social impact 
of disability and the social activism for an inclusive 
society.
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3.5. The identity model (When disability serves as identity)

The identity model (or affirmation model) is very 
closely related to the social model but has a dis-
tinctive character. Both state that the experience of 
disability is a social construct. But the identity mo-
del emphasises ‘disability as a positive identity.’20

Identity creates affinity within the group and, at the 
same time, the distinction with others. “Identity is 
about belonging, about what you have in common with 
some other people and what differentiates you from 
others. At its most basic, it gives you a sense of perso-
nal location, the stable core to your individuality”21

Disability becomes a membership label for a mino-
rity identity as gender or race can be. Therefore, it 
focuses less on institutions and policies as the so-
cial model does but tries to create a positive defini-
tion of disability identity founded on circumstances 
and experiences. It tries, in that way, to encourage 

people with disabilities to adopt a positive self-ima-
ge or take pride in their disability.

People with disabilities refer to themselves as ‘peo-
ple with disability’ or even smaller in- crowds as ‘the 
deaf’ or ‘autistic people’ (cfr. de neurodiversity mo-
vement22). Fairly often, one of the motivating calls 
to belong to a collective identity as a person with a 
disability is the collective expression of ‘frustration 
and anger’. It inspires people with disabilities into a 
revolutionary quest for a change of vision. Mainly in 
the domain of equal opportunities and civil rights.23

The peer pressure that might be felt for an indivi-
dual to identify or adapt to a specific group culture, 
is a major critique to the identity model.

3.6. The human rights model (When disability is about 
human rights)

Within the human rights model the focus shifts 
from dependent to independent. Out of that, poli-
tical activism began to try to change legislation on 
behalf of people with disabilities. It creates a shift 
in the view of disability from an (individual) medical 
problem to being a member of society who has the 
right to fair access to employment, education, and 
recreation.

Although the human rights model and the social 
model appear to be quite similar there are several 
differences between them. Where the social model 
tries to explain the social factors that create disa-

bility, the human rights model focuses on human 
dignity and policy-change. The human rights model 
respects that people with disability can be confron-
ted with severe challenging life situations and that 
they are relevant for social justice theories oppo-
sed to the social model that mostly ignores pain 
or suffering. The human rights model grants more 
importance to cultural and minority identification. 
The social model explains high levels of poverty 
amongst people with disabilities while the human 
rights model tries to change legislation to improve 
the life of people with disabilities.24
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3.7. The cultural model (when disability becomes a culture)

The cultural model and its specifics differ in an es-
sential way from the medical and social model. Both 
the latter models focus on a one-factor approach 
where the cultural model combines several cultural 
factors.25

The medical and social factors are included but the-
re are also other elements. The cultural approach 
doesn’t define disability but considers how several 
notions of non-disability and disability work in spe-
cific cultural contexts.

Devlieger (2005) goes even a step further by stating 
that the cultural model confirms the complexity of 
disability as a social and existential phenomenon.

“In its approach, the cultural model is characterized by 

the critical ability of obtaining, dissecting, and applying 
of information. But perhaps even more important is 
that a cultural model of disability points to culturally 
determined behaviour in which one develops and ex-
cels in an identity, community and worldview that em-
braces disability rather than rejecting it.”26

The cultural model (developed in North America) 
has an interdisciplinary view where multiple scien-
ces and humanities come together. It is formed 
as a countermovement to previous models which 
classify and pathologize human differences. Snyder 
and Mitchel see narrow representations of disabili-
ty within different manufactured cultural locations 
such as institutions and the research industry.27 

3.8. The economic model (When disability is been seen as cost)

The economic model describes disability as a per-
son’s (in)ability to participate in the economic rea-
lity mainly focusing on labour and employment 
capabilities. The economic analysis is made on 
how and to which degree an individual impairment 
affects that person’s productivity. Lower profit for 
the employer, loss of earnings, assistance needed 
and welfare are the most common consequences 
which make it closely related to the charity-model.

Although the economic model has an eye on the ci-
vil rights for people with disabilities, it is secondary 
to their contribution to the economy.28

So, people are categorised on how much they can 
contribute to or cost society. The main critique is 
that disability is reduced to a cost-benefit analysis, 
a producer and consumer of goods and therefore 
that it dehumanises people with disability.
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3.9. The limits model (When disability becomes ‘normal’)

3.10. Eco-bio-psycho-social model (When disability gets an 
integrative view)

The limits model is mainly a ‘theological’ model. It 
states that everyone has at some level limitations 
in their lives. Those limitations change throughout 
the different phases of life and those changes in li-
mitation can increase or decrease. In that view ‘li-
mit-ness’ (opposed to ‘limitations’ or ‘limitedness’) is 
nothing special; It is as common in life as a human 
being itself. The terms disabled or able-bodied di-
sappear as it is merely a scale of where people can 
relocate during their life.29

This model changes the view on disability because 
it avoids categorisation within the group of peo-
ple with disabilities but also between disabled and 
non-disabled. The model is a continuation of the 
social model, saying that limits are a natural aspect 
of life. It’s part of being human.

As an integrative model (Eco-bio-psycho-social 
modal) we would like to refer to the ICF-CY model. 
International Classification of Functioning, Disabi-
lity and Health for children and youth30 is derived 
from, and compatible with, the International Clas-
sification of Functioning, Disability and Health 
(ICF) (WHO, 2001). It includes information on the 
application of the ICF integrating the characteristics 
of children and youth below the age of 18 years.

The ICF was adopted by the World Health Organi-
sation in 2000 as a common framework to describe 
the functioning of individuals. It is based on a so-
cial model of disability, where disability is no longer 
seen as the characteristic of the individual determi-
ned by his bodily condition, but as the result of an 
interplay between both the characteristics and the 
condition among other factors. The ICF-CY (children 
and youth version) was launched in 2007. Gradua-
lly, it is being implemented in different sectors in 
different countries. Disability is complex, dynamic, 
multidimensional and contextual. The disability 
experience resulting from the interaction of heal-
th conditions, personal factors, and environmental 
factors varies greatly; generalisations about “disa-
bility” or “people with disabilities” can be misleading. 
Moreover, people with disabilities have diverse per-
sonal factors with differences in gender, age, so-

cioeconomic status, sexuality, ethnicity, or cultural 
heritage. Hence disability should be viewed through 
a balanced approach with appropriate weight given 
to the different aspects of disability. The ICF descri-
bes disability as a limitation in a functional domain 
that arises from the interaction between a person’s 
health conditions, and contextual factors, both per-
sonal and environmental.

The ICF defines functioning as occurring at three 
levels: body function and structures, activities and 
participation. For example, if an individual cannot 
move their legs, he/she experiences a limitation in 
functioning at the body function level. If an individual 
has difficulty walking, he/she experiences a limita-
tion at the basic activity level, in other words, diffi-
culty combining body functions to perform a parti-
cular task. If an individual cannot work, i.e. combine 
a group of activities in order to fulfil a social function 
or role, because of environmental barriers, then he/
she is restricted at the participation level.

The overall experience of disability is diverse as it 
is the aggregate of limitations in functioning across 
multiple domains (i.e. walking, seeing), each on a 
continuum, from little or no disabilities to severe 
disabilities, either within a particular domain or out-
side of that domain.
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With its emphasis on functioning, the ICF-CY can 
be used across disciplines, government sectors and 
national boundaries to define and document the 
health, functioning and development of children 
and youth.

ICF provides a description of situations regarding 
human functioning and its restrictions and serves 
as a framework to organise this information in a 
meaningful, interrelated and easily accessible way.

Disability refers to difficulties encountered in three 
areas of functioning: impairments, activity limita-
tions and participation restrictions. The ICF can be 
used to understand and measure the positive as-
pects of functioning such as body functions, acti-
vities, participation and environmental facilitation. 
The ICF adopts neutral language and does not dis-
tinguish between the type and cause of disability.

ICF organises information in two parts: Functio-
ning and Disability and Contextual Factors. Com-
ponents of Functioning and Disability consists of 
the Body component, comprising functions of body 
systems and of body structures and the Activities 
and Participation component, that covers the com-
plete range of domains denoting aspects of func-
tioning from both an individual and a societal pers-
pective.

Components of Contextual Factors consists of a 
list of Environmental Factors that have an impact 
on all components of functioning and disability and 
are organised in sequence from the individual’s 
most immediate environment to the general envi-
ronment. Personal Factors are also a component 
of Contextual Factors but are not classified in ICF 
because of the large social and cultural variance as-
sociated with them.

Figure1. The World Health Organization’s International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF). (Available 
via licence: CC BY 2.0)

Health Condition

(Disorder or disease)

Body Functions & 
Structures

Activity Participation

(Impairments) (Limitations) (Restrictions)

Contextual factors

Environmental factors Personal factors
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Each component can be expressed in both positi-
ve and negative terms. Each component consists 
of various domains and, within each domain, cate-
gories, which are the units of classification. Health 
and health-related states of an individual are assig-
ned a category code or codes. Then qualifiers are 
added, which are numeric codes that specify the 
extent or the magnitude of the functioning or disa-
bility in that category, or the extent to which an en-
vironmental factor is a facilitator or barrier.31 ICF is 
a classification of human functioning and disability. 

It systematically groups health and health-related 
domains. Within each component, domains are fur-
ther grouped according to their common characte-
ristics (such as their origin, type, or similarity) and 
ordered in a meaningful way. In that sense the ICF 
is a kind of codebook that classifies information to 
get a clear understanding and overview of the im-
pact that health and/or disability issues have on a 
person’s daily activities and participation in society. 
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INCLUSION AS A RIGHT
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4. Inclusion as a right

At the UNESCO World Conference on Special Needs 
Education (June 1994) in Salamanca, Spain, the par-
ticipating countries arrived at a dynamic new position 
on the education of all children with disabilities. There 
was a call to make inclusive education the norm.

The declaration starts with the commitment ‘Educa-
tion for all’. Children with special educational needs 
(SEN) should have access to mainstream schools, the 
statement says, adding:

“Mainstream schools focused on inclusion are the most 
effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes, 
creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive 
society and achieving education for all; they also provide 
effective education for most children and improve the effi-
ciency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire 
education system.”

LThe conference states that mainstream schools 
should accommodate all children, regardless of their 
physical, intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic, or 
other circumstances. Any education policy should sti-
pulate that children with disabilities attend the local 
school “… should provide for a child with a disability to 
attend the nearest school - that is, the school that he or 
she would attend if he or she did not have the disability.”32

The framework for action states that inclusion and 
participation are essential to human dignity and to 
the exercise and enjoyment of human rights and this 
starts with creating true equality of opportunity in 
education. The basic principle of inclusive education is 
that all children should learn together whenever pos-
sible. Mainstream schools must recognize the diver-
se needs of their students, respond to them and be 
supported to meet them. Inclusive education is most 
effective in building solidarity between children with 
special needs and their peers.

The report calls on the international community to 
endorse the inclusive education approach by making 
practical and strategic changes. It calls on all govern-
ments to “adopt the principle of inclusive education, whe-
reby all children are enrolled in general education, in law or 
policy, unless there are compelling reasons not to do so.”33

The penholders and experts present agreed with the 
new definition of disability that had been emerging 
since the 1960s and approaches disability as a so-
cial issue. The environment helps to make and/or de-
termine the handicap. Consequently, the teaching or 
learning situation partly or entirely determines the 
learning problems. In other words, it is not the child 
who has a learning problem but the learning environ-
ment. In an educational context, the term disability is 
broadened to include special educational needs and 
the care required to meet them.

As the UN agency for education, UNESCO will ensure 
that inclusive education is part of any discussion on 
education for all, that teacher training in this area is 
improved and receives support from teachers’ unions 
and associations, and that the academic community is 
encouraged to do more research on inclusive educa-
tion.

4.1. The Salamanca statement
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4.2. Convention on the 
Right of Persons with 
Disabilities as a moral 
authority

There were earlier initiatives to protect people with 
disabilities, but they never resulted in binding legal 
instruments. The Declaration on the Rights of Disa-
bled Persons (1975) and the World Program of Action 
on Disability (1982) are examples that aimed to iden-
tify barriers and achieve an effective equal opportuni-
ties policy so that people with disabilities could parti-
cipate in general social services such as education and 
employment.34

Because, worldwide, people with disabilities were of-
ten subject of direct and indirect discrimination, and 
jurisprudence lacked the necessary tools or urgency 
when disability wasn’t mentioned as a specific cri-
terium, there was a need for a framework that could 
guarantee the rights of people with disabilities world-
wide. The declaration makes the subjective rights visi-
ble and enforceable under international law.

4.2.1. Unique in its kind
The Convention on the rights of people with disabilities 
(CRPD)35 (2006) broke several records. It is the fastest 
negotiated human rights treaty in the history of the 
United Nations and never has a treaty been signed by 
so many states and parties.

In 1993, with the Standard Rules for the Equalization 
of Opportunities of People with Disabilities, a first 
non-binding declaration was issued. Following world-
wide efforts by associations for people with disabi-
lities, a new declaration was issued in Beijing (2000) 
calling for the full inclusion of people with disabilities. 
The UN started drafting the convention in 2004. On 
13 December 2006, the day of Saint Lucia, saint of the 
blind, according to the Western Christian calendar, the 
current text of the Convention was adopted and sub-
sequently entered into force on 3 May 2008.

A unique feature of the CRPD is that the Convention 
is the result of a process in which the participation of 
people with disabilities and their organisations was 
explicitly included. The Human Rights Convention 
was not negotiated by the ‘States’ but considered the 
views, opinions and experiences of people with disa-
bilities. The word of activists, representatives of orga-
nisations of people with disabilities and States were 
of equal value. It is an example of how ‘Nothing about 
us without us’ was consistently followed through with.

From the start, enthusiasm for signing and ratifying 
the Convention was high. The European Union also 
joined the Convention under the chairmanship of Bel-
gium (2010).
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4.2.2. The Convention

It is not necessary to go into all the articles of the UN 
Convention and their legal consequences, but rather to 
show how inclusion is embedded in a rights framework 
and thus, once ratified, cannot be simply ignored.

The CRPD includes political and civil rights as well as 
economic, social and cultural rights. By aligning these 
rights with existing human rights, the UN Convention 
aims not only to combat 

the disadvantage of people with disabilities, but also to 
place them in a human rights perspective. The purpo-
se of the Convention is to promote, protect and ensure 
the human rights and inherent dignity of people with 
disabilities who are prevented by all kinds of barriers 
in society from participating fully, effectively and on an 
equal basis with others.

In accordance with Article 3 of the CRPD, the guiding 
principles are as follows:

 ❖ Respect for inherent dignity, personal au-
tonomy, including the freedom to make 
one’s own choices and independence of 
persons.

 ❖ Non-discrimination.
 ❖ Full and effective participation in, and in-

clusion in society.
 ❖ Respect for difference and acceptance 

that people with disabilities are part of hu-
manity and human diversity.

 ❖ Equal opportunities.
 ❖ ❖Accessibility.
 ❖ Equality between men and women.
 ❖ Respect for the developing capacities of 

children with disabilities and respect for 
the right of children with disabilities to 
preserve their own identities.

The treaty consists of a preamble or introduction, 50 
articles and an optional protocol. The articles can be 
divided into political and civil rights that require direct 
implementation and economic, social and cultural ri-
ghts that must be realised progressively.

Articles 3 to 9 on equality and non-discrimination, wo-
men and children with disabilities, promoting aware-
ness and accessibility refer to general obligations that 
apply to each successive article in the Convention.

Articles 10-23 and 29 impose specific obligations to be 
implemented immediately upon signature. These refer, 
among other things, to the right to life (10), protection 
of personal integrity (17), independent living and parti-
cipation in society (19), personal mobility (20), respect 
for private and family life (23) and participation in poli-
tical and public life (29).

Economic, social and cultural rights that should not 
be realised immediately but rather progressively are 
found in Articles 24 to 28 and 30. These include the do-
mains of education (24), health (25), work (27) and par-
ticipation in cultural life, recreation, leisure and sport 
(30) and the right to participation (26 & 29).

The remaining articles deal with the follow-up of the 
Convention (articles 31 to 40) including the composi-
tion and functioning of the Committee on the Rights 
of People with Disabilities (34), the reporting and pro-
cessing of reports (35). The articles from 41 to 50 deal 
with more procedural aspects of the Convention such 
as entry into force, amendments or publication. The 
presented paradigm shift in the Convention is indebted 
to three social-contextual approaches to disability. The 
British social model of disability emerged in the 1970s 
within the disabled people movement and introduced 
the distinction between “impairment” (biological) and 
“disability” (social). The Scandinavian model introduced 
‘normalisation’ as a policy principle, namely that people 
with disabilities should be able to participate in socie-
ty as normally as possible. This evolved to a relational 
approach of disability: disability is the result of a mis-
match between person and environment, it depends 
on the situation or context and is a relative concept. 
The third approach is that of the North American mino-
rity group. This is in line with civil rights and challenges 
the prejudices and discrimination against people with 
disabilities as a minority group, adding a cultural and 
political dimensiona.
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4.2.3. The right to inclusive education

Article 24

“States Parties recognize the right of people with disabilities to education. With a view to realizing this right without 
discrimination and based on equal opportunity, States Parties shall ensure an inclusive education system at all levels 

and lifelong learning.”

An inclusive education system should be directed to 
(a) the full development of human potential and sen-
se of dignity and self-worth, and the strengthening of 
respect for human rights, fundamental freedoms and 
human diversity; (b) the development by people with 
disabilities of their personality, talents and creativity, 
as well as their mental and physical abilities, to their 
fullest potential and (c) enabling people with disabili-
ties to participate effectively in a free society.

Therefore, children with disabilities can’t be excluded 
from the general education system, from free and 
compulsory primary education, or from secondary 
education, based on disability.

People with disabilities can access an inclusive, quality 
and free education on an equal basis with others in the 
communities in which they live. Important tools in rea-
lising this are the provision of reasonable accommo-
dation of the individual’s requirements. People recei-
ve the support required, within the general education 
system, and this facilitates their effective education 
and effective individualised support measures are pro-
vided consistent with the goal of full inclusion.

States Parties shall enable people with disabilities to 
learn life and social development skills to facilitate 
their full and equal participation in education and as 
members of the community.

Therefore, we must ensure that the education of per-
sons, and in particular children who are blind, deaf or 
deafblind, is delivered in the most appropriate langua-
ges and modes and means of communication for the 
individual, and in environments which maximise aca-
demic and social development.

In order to help ensure the realisation of this right, Sta-
tes Parties shall take appropriate measures to employ 
teachers, including teachers with disabilities, who are 
qualified in sign language and/or Braille, and to train 
professionals and staff who work at all levels of edu-
cation. Such training shall incorporate disability awa-
reness and the use of appropriate augmentative and 
alternative modes, means and formats of communica-
tion, educational techniques and materials to support 
people with disabilities.

The Committee on the Rights of People with Disabili-
ties (hereinafter the Committee) is a body of 18 inde-
pendent experts which monitors the implementation 
of the Convention on the Rights of People with Disabi-
lities. The members of the Committee serve in their in-
dividual capacity, not as government representatives. 
They are elected from a list of persons nominated by 
the States at the Conference of the State Parties for 
a four-year term with a possibility of being re-elected 
once.
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4.2.4. The right to leisure, sports and recreation

Article 30 of the CRPD states that with a view to ena-
bling people with disabilities to participate on an equal 
basis with others in recreational, leisure and sporting 
activities: States Parties shall take appropriate measures 
to encourage and promote the participation, to the fullest 
extent possible, of people with disabilities in mainstream 
sporting activities at all levels and to ensure that people 
with disabilities have an opportunity to organise, develop 
and participate in disability-specific sporting and recrea-
tional activities and, to this end, encourage the provision, 
on an equal basis with others, of appropriate instruction, 
training and resources.

Therefore, the state parties must ensure that children 
with disabilities have equal access with other children 
to participation in play, recreation and leisure and spor-
ting activities, including those activities in the school 
system and that people with disabilities have access to 
sporting, recreational and tourism venues. People with 
disabilities should have access to services from those 
involved in the organisation of recreational, tourism, 
leisure and sporting activities.
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4.2.5. General Comment nº 4

General comments36 often seek to clarify the reporting 
duties of State parties with respect to certain provisions 
and suggest approaches to implementing treaty pro-
visions. General comment n°4 is a clarifying comment 
linked to article 24 about education of the Convention. 
The Committee on the Rights of People with Disabili-
ties (CRPD) (hereinafter the Committee) is the body of 
independent experts which monitors implementation of 
the Convention by the States Parties. Despite progress 
achieved, the Committee is concerned that profound 
challenges persist. Many millions of people with disabi-
lities continue to be denied a right to education, and for 
many more, education is available only in settings where 
they are isolated from their peers and receive an inferior 
quality of provision. Let’s highlight some interesting key 
points.

The Committee sees several barriers that impede access 
to inclusive education for people with disabilities. Multi-
ple factors are involved. It can be attributed to the failure 
to understand or implement the human rights model of 
disability, in which barriers within the community and 
society exclude people with disabilities or persistent dis-
crimination against people with disabilities. These can 
be compounded by the isolation of those still living in 
long-term residential institutions, and low expectations 
about those in mainstream settings, allowing prejudices 
and fear to escalate and remain unchallenged. An im-
portant factor is the lack of knowledge about the nature 
and advantages of inclusive and quality education, and 
the lack of outreach to all parents and lack of appropria-
te responses to support requirements, leading to mis-
placed fears, and stereotypes that inclusion will cause 
a deterioration in the quality of education, or otherwise 
negatively impact others.

The Committee states that inclusive education is to be 
understood as:

 ■ ❖A fundamental human right of all learners. 
Notably, education is the right of the individual 
learner, and not, in the case of children, the ri-
ght of a parent or caregiver. Parental respon-
sibilities in this regard are subordinate to the 
rights of the child. 

 ■ A principle that values the well-being of all stu-
dents, respects their inherent dignity and auto-
nomy, acknowledges individual requirements 

and ability to be effectively included in and con-
tribute to society.

 ■ A means of realising other human rights. It is 
the primary means by which people with

 ■ disabilities can lift themselves out of poverty, 
obtain the means to participate fully in their 
communities, and be safeguarded from exploi-
tation.37 It is also the primary means through 
which to achieve inclusive societies.

 ■ The result of a process of continuing and 
pro-active commitment to eliminate barriers 
impeding the right to education, together with 
changes to culture, policy and practice of regu-
lar schools to accommodate and effectively in-
clude all students38.

Inclusive education consists of a whole system approach, 
it involves the whole educational environment (policies, 
culture, practice) and aims at a whole person approach 
that gives recognition to the capacity of every person 
to learn and establishes high expectations for all lear-
ners. Therefore, teachers and other staff must receive 
education and training giving them the core values and 
competencies to accommodate inclusive learning envi-
ronments. Respect for the value of diversity is crucial. 
All members of the learning community are welcomed 
equally, with respect for diversity according to, inter alia, 
disability, race, colour, sex, language, linguistic culture, 
religion, political or other opinion, nationality, ethnicity, 
indigenous or social origin, resources, age or other sta-
tus. All students must feel valued, respected, included 
and listened to.

The Committee states that according to article 24 para-
graph 1 (b) education should be directed to the develo-
pment of the personality, talents and creativity of peo-
ple with disabilities as well as their mental, physical and 
communicational abilities to the fullest potential. They 
have noticed that the education of people with disabili-
ties too often focuses on a deficit approach and negative 
assumptions of their potential. Opportunities must be 
created to build on the unique strengths and talents of 
everyone with a disability.
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The progress of Member States’ towards achieving in-
clusive education is monitored through the European 
Semester process and the Education and Training Mo-
nitor. The Monitor also provides evidence on the role 

of education in fighting inequalities and promoting so-
cial inclusion.
The Commission has also been implementing a wide 
range of actions in this field, such as:

4.3. The EU on Inclusive education
‘The social dimension of education as stated in the first principle of the European Pillar of Social Rights states 

that everyone has the right to quality and inclusive education, training and lifelong learning in order to maintain 
and acquire skills that allow full participation in society and successful transitions in the labour market. 

The council of the European Union underlines (12.1) that the efforts should be intensified towards reaching 
the priorities set out in the 2011 Council conclusions on early childhood education and care and towards 

providing all children, including those from socioeconomically disadvantaged regions, as well as those from all 
socioeconomic backgrounds, access to early childhood education and care systems.’ 39

 ❖ establishing an ET 2020 Working Group on Promoting Common Values and Inclusive Edu-
cation, which has produced a concise online compendium of good practices in this field. This 
can be accessed on Yammer.

 ❖ an initiative involving positive role models to promote social inclusion, and to prevent exclu-
sion

 ❖ and violent radicalization among young people
 ❖ a toolkit for youth workers working with young people at risk of marginalisation
 ❖ the European Award for Social Inclusion through Spor

Concerning the provision of inclusive education, the 
EU-member states should promote inclusive educa-
tion for all learners by including all learners in quality 
education from early childhood and throughout life, 
providing the necessary support to all learners accor-
ding to their needs and facilitating the transition be-
tween various educational pathways and levels.

Therefore, the member states should make effective 
use of the European Agency for Special Needs and In-
clusive Education, on a voluntary basis, to implement 
and monitor successful inclusive approaches in their 
education systems.
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Although the right to inclusion is not explicitly found 
stated in a separate article, it permeates the entire 
Convention. This has everything to do with the new 
perspective on disability that the Convention repre-
sents, the so-called paradigm shift.

The concept of disability is not seen as static but as 
dynamic. It can change according to the adaptations or 
impediments in the environment or context. Disability 
is therefore a social- contextual concept. It is the result 
of the interaction between a person with a disability 
and the environment. It does not speak about them in 
terms of medical conditions or diagnoses or problems 
that need to be ‘solved’. It focuses on the negative 
attitudes and other barriers in the environment that 
prevent full participation in society on an equal basis 
with others. By eliminating these barriers, people with 
disabilities can participate in society as active mem-
bers. People with disabilities are not regarded as ob-
jects of charity either, but as active citizens who want 
to shape their own lives and have the same rights to 
participation, involvement and inclusion as everyone 
else.

Even more than independent living and autonomy, the 
Convention is permeated by the concept of agency. An 

individual has agency when, as an actor, he/she can 
give meaning to his/her environment, initiate change 
and make choices. It presupposes intentionality, pre-
meditation, self-reaction and self-reflection. All of the 
above play a part in our daily functioning.40

From the perspective of children’s rights, children/mi-
nors are also seen as social actors, which is not always 
obvious from a parental or educational perspective. It 
takes effort to see children, in their unfinished status, 
as equal human beings. The same applies at least to 
children, young people and adults with disabilities. 
They share the lack of power, the socially unequal po-
sition and are, depending on the nature and severity 
of the disability, even more dependent on others and 
environmental factors.

Autonomy, agency, existing in the world, is only pos-
sible if the social, material and immaterial conditions 
are present. Full participation, dialogue and interaction 
are necessary to strengthen this. The importance of 
the Convention lies in the real relationships we must 
establish.

4.4. Meaning of the CRPD

28
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INCLUSION AS A PROCESS FOR 
EDUCATIONAL CHANGE
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5. Inclusion as a process for educational 
change
“Inclusion is all about management”. Mark Vaughan, 
founder of the Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education 
(Bristol, UK), is clear about what we must do and the level 
of responsibility. Over the years, society has been orga-
nised in such a way that people and groups who do not 
conform to the norm encounter all kinds of barriers and 
obstacles. We have organised barriers and inaccessibility 
ourselves, we can also ‘manage’ them away, and this at 
all levels and for every aspect of diversity, in education 

and in the classroom, in youth work and in the youth cen-
tre, in the sports club, at local policy level and in the nei-
ghbourhood. Although very much to the point, the sta-
tement needs to be completed. Exclusion is everywhere 
and requires change at all levels. In other words: ‘Inclusion 
is all about change management’.

Organising complex change is not something you do at 
the snap of a finger; it requires some building blocks.

Figure 2. Model for complex change management (Lippit y Knoster,1987). Copyrighted by Dr. Mary Lippitt, founder and president of 
Enterprise Management, Ltd. (1987)

Lippitt and Knoster’s widely used model for complex 
change provides us with the building blocks to get the in-
clusion shift on track. Successful change, whether at the 
individual, organisational or societal level, comes about 
from a certain urgency, is led by vision and consensus, 
through a planned approach and with the right resources 
and competences. Some of these elements emerge later 
in the change process, while others are needed earlier, 
but they all contribute to making complex change more 
successful. The Lippitt/Knoster change management 
model gives insights into what can go wrong in a change 
process if this is not managed properly.

For instance, consider a school, a youth, leisure or sports 
organisation where there is confusion regarding the pur-
pose and value of inclusion. Such transformation lacks a 
strong well-communicated vision. It takes vision, skills, 
incentives, resources, and an action plan to make the 

transformation to produce the desired change.

Urgency is the driving force for change. A problem we 
consider important requires urgent solutions. Of course, 
it helps urgency if we ourselves are involved. The pro-
blem outlined in the change towards greater inclusion 
is clear: social exclusion, segregation and discrimination 
against certain groups and individuals must end. The vi-
sion or the direction we must take is also clear, as it is 
clearly defined in the international treaties: to eliminate 
exclusionary mechanisms in our social structures and to 
focus as much as possible on inclusive environments, so 
that everyone can participate to the maximum and help 
shape all that our society has to offer. Urgency and vi-
sion are about why inclusion of people with disabilities 
in particular is needed, which is sometimes little known 
or understood. People with disabilities are a minority in 
society. They are hardly represented and from their si-
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tuation they can exercise little power. People in society, 
schools, or sport clubs sometimes have little knowledge 
of the urgency of inclusion or international commitments, 
in some environments citizens rarely encounter people 
with disabilities in everyday life. Knowing the importance 
of, or reason for, change provides motivation. Change is 
at its best a little uncomfortable and at worst absolute-
ly frightening. It creates friction, which can be reduced if 
people see an incentive to change. When importance and 
urgency are not recognized, resistance arises.

When the vision or the direction is not known, confusion 
arises.

Change cannot simply be forced from the top down. To 
implement a policy of change, there must be public su-
pport, in other words, a sufficiently large consensus on 
the urgency and vision. What is the basis for deciding 
whether or not there is sufficient support or consensus? 
Is it newspaper articles, messages in the mailbox or an 
objective survey? Consensus does not come automatica-
lly, it is created. Support for inclusion is created through 
communication and information, by introducing people to 
the urgency of rights, the importance of full participation 
and a different view of the concept of disability. This is 
needed at the community and organisational level, such 

as a school or leisure activity or company. It requires lea-
dership and policy-making ability.

When there is no consensus, anxiety and distrust grow 
and there is a risk of sabotaging the change process. The 
question is whether support is needed to assert existing 
rights and behave in accordance with international com-
mitments.

The UN Convention calls for the gradual introduction of 
a fully inclusive education system and the elimination 
of all forms of structural segregation and discrimination 
in society. This also includes employment in the regular 
labour market, inclusive leisure or cultural activities and 
deinstitutionalization of care. Deinstitutionalization is the 
process by which people with disabilities regain, or retain, 
opportunities to lead independent lives in society. Com-
plex change requires an action plan. What steps should 
we take towards a more inclusive and accessible socie-
ty? What is the roadmap for eliminating exclusionary 
mechanisms? How do we detect them? What targets do 
we want to reach? How do we know we are making pro-
gress? Who decides the path?

Without a plan of action, a treadmill effect is created: a lot 
of energy goes into simply doing what one always does. 
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The false starts pile up. Think of the number of equal 
opportunities policies or poverty policies that have been 
pursued and failed. In any case, without a plan, without 
step-by-step goals and evaluation, one keeps stumbling 
around on the spot. 

For any change you want to see in yourself or others, you 
can ask what resources and skills are needed to make that 
change or function in the changed situation. Technically, 
a person does not need to have a skill before change ha-
ppens. Developing skills is a change in itself and requires 
commitment. Dealing with change appeals to an under-
lying set of skills such as perseverance, open-minded-
ness, ... which you may expect from professionals such as 
teachers, care providers, coordinators, directors and po-
licymakers. Support from the higher levels to develop or 
strengthen these skills is already motivating. On the other 
hand, we can only know what skills are needed when we 
are experiencing change and develop these skills by ha-
ving to function during the transition. A misconception in 

the development of inclusive skills is that we mainly need 
to transfer target group- or handicap-specific knowledge 
or learn to deal with the peculiarities of certain diagno-
ses and disorders. With the focus on specialised knowle-
dge, we get stuck in a psycho- medical view of people. 
Training to support inclusion focuses on three groups of 
skills: ethical (openness to diversity, insight into exclusion 
mechanisms, ...), reflective (looking at and learning from 
one’s own organisation, professionalism, relationship, 
detecting obstacles, ...) and creative (solution-oriented, 
thinking of adaptations, thinking from possibilities, …). 
Means, support and resources are certainly critical fac-
tors in realising change. Insufficient time, budget, staff, 
tools inevitably lead to frustration. But they are no more 
or less important than skills or competencies. Lack of re-
sources is often used as an argument to cover up lack of 
competence. The more competent an environment beco-
mes, the less (extra) resources are needed. A lack of skills 
leads to hesitation, fear and avoidance.
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BUILDING INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENTS, 
ORGANISATIONS AND SCHOOLS
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6. Building inclusive environments, 
organisations and schools

6.1. Universal design
The European Institute for Design and Disabili-
ty (EIDD) founded in Dublin in 1993, clearly links the 
quality of design to the ability of people to use human 
made facilities in an optimal way.

The main objective of the EIDD is ‘to enhance quality 
of life through universal design’. The concepts of ‘Barrier 
free design’ and ‘Design for all’, or ‘Universal design’, all 
have the same goals and adopt similar strategies.

Universal design is different to accessible design. Ac-
cessible design is usually based on minimum legisla-
tive requirements or accepted Standards that define 
how access should be provided to buildings, facilities 
and products. They tend to lead to ‘different’ or ‘separa-
te’ facilities, for example, a wheelchair accessible toilet 
or a ramp installed to the side of a stairway at an en-
trance to a building. Above all, accessibility rules differ 
and depend on policy and laws.

Universal Design may be defined as “the design of pro-
ducts and environments to be usable by all people, to the 
greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation 
or specialised design”41 and is generally characterised 
by seven principles:

 ❖ Equitable use

 ❖ Flexibility in use

 ❖ Simple and intuitive

 ❖ Perceptible information

 ❖ Tolerance for error

 ❖ Low physical effort

 ❖ Size and space for approach and use

We will briefly go into each one of these principles in 
relation to online materials and learning but they are 
perfectly applicable in creating play and sport environ-
ments. These principles are not written in stone, but 
provide guidelines to reflect on in the construction, 
preparation or evaluation of play and sport activities.42

 ❖ Equitable Use: This principle suggests that 
the design must be useful to people with 
diverse abilities. Provide the same means 
of use for all users, identical whenever 
possible, equivalent when not. It is about 
avoiding segregation or stigmatisation of 
users, availability of provisions for privacy, 
security and safety should be equal to all 
users. The design should be made appea-
ling to all users.

 ❖ Flexibility in Use: This principle suggests 
that the design must accommodate a 
wide range of individual preferences and 
abilities. It is about providing choice in 
methods of use, accommodating right or 
left-handed access and use, facilitating 
the user’s accuracy and precision and pro-
viding adaptability to the user’s pace.

 ❖ Simple and Intuitive: This principle sug-
gests that the design must be easy to 
understand, regardless of the user’s ex-
perience, knowledge, language skills, or 
current concentration level. 

Some guidelines here are to eliminate 
unnecessary complexity, to be consistent 
with user expectations and intuition, to 
accommodate a wide range of literacy 
and language skills, to arrange informa-
tion consistent with its importance and to 
provide effective prompting and feedback 
during and after task completion.

 ❖ Perceptible Information: This principle su-
ggests that the design must communicate 
all necessary information effectively to the 
user, regardless of ambient conditions or 
the user’s sensory abilities. Some guide-
lines are to use different modes (pictorial, 
verbal, tactile) for redundant presentation 
of essential information, to provide ade-
quate contrast between essential infor-
mation and its surroundings or to maximi-
se ‘legibility’ of essential information.
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 ❖ Tolerance for Error: This principle suggests 
that the design minimises hazards and 
the adverse consequences of accidental 
or unintended actions. It is about arran-
ging elements to minimise hazards and 
errors, providing warnings of hazards and 
errors, fail-safe features and/or discoura-
ging unconscious action in tasks that re-
quire vigilance.

 ❖ Low Physical Effort: This principle suggests 
that the design can be used efficiently and 
comfortably, and with a minimum of fati-
gue. For example, allow users to maintain 
a neutral body position, use reasonable 
operating forces, minimise repetitive ac-
tions or sustained physical effort.

 ❖ Size and Space for Approach and Use: This 
principle suggests that the design should 
ensure that the appropriate size and spa-
ce is provided for approach, reach, mani-
pulation, and use regardless of the user’s 
body size, posture, or mobility. For exam-
ple, provide a clear line of sight to impor-
tant elements for any seated or standing 
user, accommodate variations in hand and 
grip size or provide adequate space for the 
use of assistive devices or personal assis-
tance.

Universal design benefits all people. If buildings and 
products are designed with consideration of the needs 
of as many users as possible, there will be a greatly 
reduced requirement for modification and the additio-
nal expense related to this, as individual needs chan-
ge. In addition, the ability of more people to participate 
in sport and recreation is greatly enhanced when the 
principles of Universal Design are incorporated.

35
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6.2. Inclusive environments

Figure 3. The three dimensions of the Index for Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2002)

The index attaches great importance to finding and de-
veloping resources to overcome these barriers and su-
pport participation. There are always more resources or 
tools that can be used within an organisation, a network, 
a neighbourhood, a region. It’s about empowering and 
involving the children with and without disabilities and 
all resources we can think of. Finally, the Index is about 
supporting diversity and to increase the possibilities, the 

capacity of an organisation to support diversity.

The materials encourage a self-review of school cultu-
res, policies and practices which are the three dimen-
sions. The creation of inclusive cultures entails the pro-
motion of those beliefs and value systems that create 
a secure, accepting, collaborative, and stimulating com-
munity for all participants.

A useful and inspiring source is the ‘Index for inclu-
sion’43, originally developed for schools and education 
but in every aspect of it transferable to other environ-
ments like leisure, recreation, sports or work.

The bottom line of the index for inclusion is “Reducing 
exclusion for children with disabilities is reducing exclusion 
for all.” (Tony Booth)

Inclusion is about developing communities for all, a 
development that arises from a framework of values. 
So giving beyond advocacy to policy, practices, cultures 
and values we must put inclusive values into action. 

These values are the answer to the question of how 
we should live here together. ‘Here’ refers to the planet, 
ecology, and sustainability. Together refers to relation, 
participation, equality. The Index focuses on develo-
ping an inclusive language. It introduces the concept of 
‘Barriers to learning and participation’ which refers to the 
fact that all kinds of disability labels often lead to low 
expectations. So instead of using labels we talk about 
barriers in the environment. It is an appeal to the en-
vironment to eliminate these barriers rather than the 
expectation that a child with a disability should adapt 
to the environment.

Creating inclusive cultures



Inclusive Processes in Education

37

The development of inclusive policies entails the intro-
duction of explicit aims for promoting inclusion in Deve-
lopment Plans and other guidelines for practice at the 
management and participation level. The organisation 
of inclusive practices calls for practices that reflect in-
clusive cultures and policies by ensuring that the envi-
ronment and activities encourage the participation of all 
students and draw on their knowledge and experience 
outside the organisation or school.

The Index for Inclusion is a set of materials to guide 
schools or organisations through a process of inclusive 

development. It is about building supportive communi-
ties and fostering high achievement for everybody. The 
Index can be used to adopt a self-review approach to 
analyse cultures, policies and practices and to identify 
the barriers to learning and participation that may occur 
within each of these areas. It helps to make decisions on 
what the priorities for change are and to evaluate their 
progress. It can also be a reflective guide that keeps you 
on track when it comes to inclusion.
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STATE OF PLAY OF INCLUSION IN 
THE PINC PARTNER COUNTRIES
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7. State of play of inclusion in the PINC 
partner countries

It is not easy to compare countries, each with their specific cultural, societal and political his-
tory of which educational system is the product. It is even more difficult to compare figures in 
different countries due to the different school-systems. Even more so, the most recent figures 
can vary considerably in terms of year. In addition, the way how children with SEN are counted 
may be different.

7.1. Inclusive education
In Greece the Greek Ministry of Education is responsi-
ble for issues related to inclusion and disability in edu-
cational settings. There is the Department of Special 
Education which oversees all issues related to special/
inclusive education in Greek schools. In 2008 the edu-
cation of people with disabilities in public schools beca-
me mandatory (Law 3699/2008) while the Convention 
on the Rights of People with Disabilities of the United 
Nations is a law of the Greek state (Law 4074/2012).

Currently, Spanish education is regulated by Organic 
Law 3/2020 of 29 December 2020, which amends 
Organic Law 2/2006 of 3 May on Education (LOMLOE, 
2020). This law incorporates educational inclusion 
among the general principles of education. Conse-
quently, it establishes that the schooling of students 
with special educational needs (SEN) will be governed 
by the principles of normalisation and inclusion and will 
ensure their non-discrimination and effective equality 
in access to and permanence in the education system. 
However, different research44 has highlighted a gap 
between the declaration of intentions and the inclusi-
ve practices in the Spanish education system, especia-
lly with students with SEN. In fact, in 2017, the United 
Nations Committee on the Rights of People with Disa-
bilities pointed out that the Spanish education system 
perpetuates a structural pattern of exclusion and se-
gregation of students with disabilities, which hinders 
their access to inclusive education, as these students 
are placed in a parallel education system consisting of 
schooling in special education centres or special class-
rooms within mainstream schools.

In Italy, integration of disabled children in ordinary 
schools started in the 1970s. In this regard, the law no. 
118/71 established that compulsory education had “to 
take place in regular classes, except in the case of mental 

deficiencies or physical impairments so severe as to pre-
vent learning or integration in common classes”. The law 
no. 517/1977 determined inclusion of all disabled pu-
pils between 6 and 14 years in public schools and in-
troduced the figure of a specialised teacher (insegnan-
te di sostegno) in classes with disabled pupils. Such a 
teacher needs to have a 2-year specialisation in spe-
cial needs education; he/she is not meant to support 
one single pupil with disability, but to provide support 
to the whole class, in view of the greater educational 
needs.

In Belgium the responsibility for education is a regio-
nal matter, so the Ministry of education is part of the 
Flemish government. The act of 6 July 1970 on special 
education lays down the admission procedures, and in 
1978 the classification with the eight known types of 
education and four forms of training were established. 
It places the development of a separate educational 
circuit in a final fold. In the early 1980s, the law on 
special education was extended to include integrated 
education. Teachers and other professionals in special 
education can offer support to pupils with disabilities 
in regular education. Access to integrated education is 
determined by the type of special education for which 
the pupil has been diagnosed. Under the Flemish go-
vernment, the decree on primary education of February 
1997 brings special and regular education together in 
one framework and thus tries to curb segregation in 
Flemish education. The M-decree (24 March 2014) 
came into force in September 2015. It guaranteed the 
following three rights for pupils with specific educatio-
nal needs in ordinary education: (1) the right to enrol-
ment (subject to resolutory conditions), (2) the right to 
reasonable adjustments (3) the right to support. The 
M-decree has since been removed and replaced by 
‘the learning support decree’ of 21 June 2021, which 
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will come into force for the academic year 23-24. Des-
pite the strict date being set of 1 September 2023, 
the details of ‘the learning support decree’ aren’t yet 
translated into legislation and still need to be voted on 
by the Flemish Parliament. At this point in time, the 
decree ‘seems’ to be a step towards inclusion but, in 
reality, it is not due to one specific note: “Schools can 
refuse pupils with severe care needs”.

Belgium has been criticised by the Committee of the 
UNCRPD for not following the UN Convention. Inclu-
sive education is not yet a right. Teachers lack training 
and support is insufficient for children with intellectual 
disability. Despite the continuous resistance, inclusive 
education happens.

In the Czech Republic, the gradual development of 
inclusive education in recent years can be observed, 
even at the practical level. Emphasis on increasing the 
inclusive nature of Czech education has been mentio-
ned in most declaratory acts adopted in the Czech Re-
public in the last twenty years: the National Plan for 

Support and Equalization of Opportunities, Mid-Term 
Concept of State Access to Disabled, Government Re-
solution No. 605 of 200445. Important documents 
include the National Program for the Development of 
the Education System in the Czech Republic (White 
Paper) because it is a key strategic document46. The 
White Paper is a system project, formulating ideas and 
general intentions and development programs which 
should be indicative for the development of the educa-
tion system in the mid-term period47.

The White paper should be a binding basis on which 
the specific implementation plans of the Education 
Department should be based. At the same time, it 
should be an open document that should be critically 
examined at regular intervals and revised and renewed 
in line with changes in the social situation 48.
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7.2. Inclusive education facts and figures

A good source for cross-country reports is https://
www.european-agency.org. We focus here on some 
facts and figures delivered by the PINC partners

In Greece the total number of 101.683 of students 
with disabilities or special educational needs under 12 
years is 7% of the total student population. 88% of the 
students with disabilities or special educational needs 
under 12 years go to regular school. This means that 
12% (or 12086 students) attend special schools.49

The Spanish education system (figures from 2016-
2017) has 8,135,876 students in non- university ge-
neral education. Of this total, 2.7% are considered 
pupils with SEN. 83.2% of pupils with SEN were enro-
lled in mainstream classrooms in ordinary schools. In 
Spain, there are 35 886 students with SEN attending 
special education units, either in specific special edu-
cation centres or in special classrooms within mains-
tream schools. In the last ten years, there were 3303 

more students enrolled in special schools than in the 
2006-2007 school year, i.e. an increase of 13.54%. The 
analysis of statistical data on pupils enrolled in special 
units in mainstream schools shows that 0.11% of the 
total number of pupils enrolled in Spain are enrolled in 
this type of education. Out of the total number of pu-
pils with SEN, this percentage is 3.73%. Moreover, sta-
tistical data shows that, in the last ten academic years, 
the number of pupils enrolled in this type of schooling 
has increased by 82.91%. In the last decade, there are 
744 more mainstream schools in Spain that have in-
corporated special units in their organisation, which 
represents an increase of 99.59%.

The results of a study by Alcaraz-García and Ar-
naiz-Sánchez (2019) show that, although Spain has 
made great progress towards inclusive education, the 
number of students with SEN in non-mainstream set-
tings has increased in recent years.50

Figure 4. Age sample enrolment rate in mainstream education for 9-year-olds, based on the enrolled school population of 
9-year-olds (%) Source: European Agency

https://www.european-agency.org
https://www.european-agency.org
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According to the Italian Statistics Institute ISTAT, the 
number of pupils with disabilities attending Italian 
schools in 2019/2020 amounted to 300,000, accoun-
ting for 3.5% of the total number of pupils enrolled and 
representing an increase of more than 13,000 com-
pared to the previous year. The number of pupils with 
disabilities has been continuously increasing in the last 
years, and the highest percentage can be found in Ele-
mentary School and Middle School, i.e., in schools at-
tended by students aged between 6 and 14. 

In ISTAT’s report of 2019 on pupils with disabilities, 
numbers for the various types of difficulties are men-
tioned: 42% of pupils with special support have an in-
tellectual disability, 26.4% developmental disorders, 
and 8% have sensory problems (8%). 40% of pupils with 
disabilities have more than one health problem. The 
largest increase can be noticed in the number of pupils 
with attention, language and developmental disorders: 
they have grown in the previous five years from 17% 
to 26.4%. Almost 20% of pupils with disabilities have 
limited autonomy, i.e., they have difficulties moving 
around the building, eating and going to the toilet on 
their own.51

In Flanders/Belgium, the introduction of the M-decree 
in 2015/2016 should have resulted in a clear decrea-
se in the number of pupils in special education. Howe-

ver, the figures contradict this. In 2014/2015, 2 000 
pre-schoolers were enrolled in special education. This 
dropped to 1 967 in 2016/2017, only to rise to 2 325 
in 2019/2020. The same trend can be seen in primary 
and secondary education.

We also see that there has not been much change in 
the percentage of pupils with SEN who are supported 
in mainstream education. Figures from 2012/2013 
(0.99% in primary education and 1.20% in secondary 
education) drop to 0.96% in primary and 1.17% in 
2015/2016, rising to 1.18% and 1.52% in 2016/2017. 
There are 468 528 children in primary education in 
2019/2020 of which 25 567 are in special education. 
That makes approximately 5.46%. 52 In the Czech Re-
public,, on the one hand, both the numbers of special 
schools (440 in 2010/2011 to 321 in 2019/2020) 
as the number of pupils in special schools (29 090 in 
2010/2011 to 22 516 in 2019/2020) dropped consi-
derably. On the other hand, we see a doubling of the 
number of pupils with SEN in regular primary and se-
condary schools. (42 831 in 2010/2011 to 88 705 in 
2019/2020). Also, the proportion of pupils with SEN in 
regular primary and secondary school on the number 
of all pupils in mainstream school has almost doubled 
between 2010/2011 and 2019/2020 from 5,63% to 
9,53%.53



Inclusive Processes in Education

43

INCLUSION AND CHILD DEVELOPMENT
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8. Inclusion and child development
In international literature there is quite some mention of the positive effect of inclusive edu-
cation on children’s development. We focus on research concerning this fact from the PINC 
partner countries.

Greece

In Greece the co-education of students with and without 
disabilities or special educational needs (SED) in the Greek 
school is now an educational and institutional reality. The 
success of inclusion depends on many factors, such as 
the implementation of collaborative practices, the appro-
priate school culture, student-centred teaching methods, 
the continuing training and education of teachers on in-
clusion issues, the appropriate supporting educational 
material, the curriculum, as well as the convenient school 
infrastructure.54 Based on these conditions, the support 
of all students is attempted, without any restriction by 
cognitive, cultural or other peculiarities.  There are limi-
ted cases of marginalisation and negative social percep-
tions.55

So far, research has shown that the inclusion and develo-
pment of a school unit for all, offers decisive advantages 
for all learners with or without special educational needs, 
for teachers, as well as for society. In Greece, the adap-
ted physical education specialisation of the Department 
of Physical Education and Sport Science, in Trikala, Uni-
versity of Thessaly, pioneered the inclusion movement 
in Greece. The first research effort examining inclusion 
issues in physical education settings in Greece examined 
physical education teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion 
of students with disabilities.56 Kokaridas and his co-
lleagues expanded this work providing evidence for the 

effectiveness of an Individualised Education Program 
presented through an interactive and dynamic approach 
in helping the everyday practice of physical education 
teachers to teach students with disabilities in inclusive 
classes.57 In another study, it was found that knowledge 
regarding inclusion was positively associated with phy-
sical education teachers’ inclusion efforts with students 
with disabilities.58 Kokaridas (2010) presented an Indivi-
dualised Education Program of adapted physical educa-
tion developed for physical education teachers as a new 
instrument presented through an interactive and dyna-
mic approach. This proved to be really valuable in helping 
the everyday practice of physical education teachers to 
teach students with disabilities in inclusive classes. The 
Individualised Education Program can be found in its 
English version within the Adapted Physical Education 
Base.59 This information base includes materials about 
adaptations and individualization exclusively from Koka-
ridas (2010), with the purpose to help physical education 
teachers all over the world to promote inclusion inter-
nationally and bridge the gap between theory and real 
application of inclusion in practice.

Other evidence suggests that by implementing inclusion, 
students with special educational needs have access to 
the curriculum of common education, have the ability 
to live together and interact within the school environ-
ment and thus enhance their social and communication 
skills and improve their behavior.60 Moreover, the social 
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standards provided by students of typical development 
seem to have a positive effect on the cognitive field as 
they increase functionality, improve the working method 
and promote the broadening of the general knowledge of 
students with special education needs.61 For typically de-
veloping students, attending a school that has a student 
with a disability and/or SEN, it is reported that they deve-
lop more positive attitudes towards these individuals and 
their integration, become more aware, accept diversity 
and learn to coexist.62 In addition, general education tea-
chers realise inclusion as a means of improving the func-
tioning of the school, as well as a means of reducing the 
stigmatisation and marginalisation of pupils with disabi-
lities.63 More specifically, teachers express positive atti-
tudes towards inclusion, as they consider that both the 
social and emotional development of students with spe-
cial educational needs in the ordinary class are improving 
and their independence is being promoted more quickly.64

Other studies carried out with programs planned to pro-
mote equality through Physical Education, reported that 
they improved the level of self-perception of students 
with disabilities by their equal participation in the group 
and contributed to a greater intention to participate in 
sports activities.65 The benefits of inclusion through di-
fferentiated and innovative physical education programs 
include improving sociability, developing the self-con-
fidence and self-respect of the student with disabilities 
and contributing to the normal integration into the or-
dinary class.66 Important conditions for the successful 
implementation of the inclusion are stated to be the di-
ffusion and exchange of views and good practices among 
teachers, the teaching modifications of their teaching 
(adaptation of the rules and equipment of traditional 
sports), the use of peer teaching, the resolution of pro-
blems through cooperation and appropriate advice from 

special staff, with the aim of involving all students with 
and without disabilities or special education needs.67

Spain

González-Gil and Martín-Pastor (2013) indicate that 
schools that have implemented inclusive models have 
perceived benefits not only for students, but also for the 
entire educational community as a whole, highlighting the 
commitment to training acquired by the teaching staff. 
Thus, from the need to favour the development of a truly 
inclusive model, Ledesma (2013) stresses that attention 
to the diversity of one person also leads to improvements 
for the rest: taking advantage of the richness that diversi-
ty brings to educational centres favours the development 
of the multiple intelligences of all those present, the lear-
ning of coexistence and the regulation of conflicts.68

Gento (2002) affirms that educational inclusion brings 
advantages for effective development, academic perfor-
mance, social acceptance and the general functioning of 
the centre in which it takes place.69

Inclusive treatment of diversity has advantages for stu-
dents with educational needs, for students without 
special needs and for the functioning of the educational 
institution itself. In the case of students with needs, edu-
cational inclusion favours their affective development, 
especially in the area of self-esteem and self-concept, 
developing, at the same time, more positive attitudes 
towards school and showing greater self-control. It also 
has positive effects on their academic performance (im-
proving their results) and social adaptation process. 
However, above and beyond academic outcomes, social 
acceptance is a factor, which is reinforced in the case 
of students in inclusive settings. For students without 
needs, inclusive treatment of diversity seems to have a 
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positive influence on the development of their basic aca-
demic skills and on the improvement of their social re-
lations inside and outside the classroom. In relation to 
the educational institution itself, the development of in-
clusion improves the functioning of the institution, given 
that educational inclusion contributes to boosting the 
pedagogical updating of the school and teachers, and is 
therefore an important factor in the pedagogical renewal 
of schools and educational systems. However, the inclu-
sive treatment of diversity brings advantages beyond 
the students themselves and the educational institution, 
becoming an important element in the development of a 
fairer, more tolerant and respectful society with diversity, 
without forgetting that the breadth of the term inclusion, 
framed within the discourse of human rights, goes far 
beyond the educational sphere.70

Italy

Studies carried out in Italy on school inclusion have shown 
beneficial effects both at individual and social level. The 
first ones concern positive effects of social inclusion on 
different development domains for students with disa-
bilities that attend normal classes ranging from cogniti-
ve to adaptive profiles; the second ones concern positive 
benefits on people that participate in their educational 
processes such as parents, teachers and classmates.

Over fifty years of research in Italy has demonstrated 
that students with intellectual disabilities placed in typi-
cal classes perform above what is expected on the ba-
sis of their mental age.71 This phenomenon is labelled by 
Vianello as mental age surplus and is complementary to 
the mental age deficit72 that had demonstrated  a par-
ticular motivational and personality profile in intellectual 
disability characterised by, psychological dependence 
on adults, minor expectation of success, more external 
motivation, minor motivation to work, lower levels of 
self-esteem and self-efficacy in a wide range of areas 
(reading, writing, maths, social adaptability). Conversely, 
Vianello argued that adequate educational intervention, 
implemented through school inclusion in mainstreaming, 
is suitable to enable above average performance compa-
red to typically developing children with the same mental 
age. The school inclusion effects stimulate the increase 
of personal developmental potential, and these children 
are, therefore, in “surplus” with respect to their mental 
age.73

In inclusive classes, this developmental advantage can be 
seen both in academic outcomes

and in social development. School careers of students 
with disabilities were gradually lengthening up to high 
school attendance rates of around 71%.74 Students with 
disability were found to have more friends, exhibit more 
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“happiness behaviour” when interacting with typical 
peers and demonstrate less disruptive behaviour.75

Moreover, the mutual encouragement of an emerging po-
sitive self-perception and an increase in opportunities for 
the acquisition and refinement of cognitive skills, thereby 
reinforcing an adaptive motivational profile, leads inclu-
sive students to develop a more positive view of them-
selves, to persevere in the face of difficulties, to improve 
with effort and confidence in the future.76

On the other hand, adequate levels of parental satisfac-
tion with inclusive education for their children with disa-
bility among Italian families were reported.77 Parental 
satisfaction was composed of inclusive educational prac-
tices, environment and special equipment, classmates’ 
and families’ acceptance, integration between education 
and rehabilitation activities.

Teachers too reported high levels of satisfaction and po-
sitive attitudes towards school inclusion; the attendance 
of students with disabilities is considered as a factor that 
enriches the class climate and an opportunity for their 
own professional development. This is because school 
inclusion requires teachers to experiment a larger variety 
of teaching methods and settings addressed to all stu-
dents and more student-centred methods such as coo-
perative learning or active laboratory settings.78

Finally, benefits of the inclusion are both for students 
with disabilities and their classmates. The latter showed 
significantly higher school performances when compared 
with classes where students with disabilities study out-
side of the normal class for some or all school hours.79

Finally, following a developmental perspective, benefits 
of school inclusion last long term and influence later wor-
kplace satisfaction and perceived quality of adult life.80

Belgium/Flanders

In Belgium the numbers of children in special education 
are still often far too high in Flanders/Belgium compa-
red to other European countries. Inclusion is still a goal to 
be achieved. In the last 15 years, legislation has changed 
rapidly which doesn’t make it any easier to organise an 
inclusive education. Recent research has been specially 
carried out to map the current situation of our educa-
tional system. Nevertheless, we have some research to 
state that inclusion works and why it works. A lot of that 
research and social action is found at Unia.81 Looking at 
the Pisa figures make it clear that low segregation in edu-
cation results in a more effective education. This effecti-

veness is also seen in how education is organised and in 
the achievements of students. We also see that a smaller 
gap between strong and weaker pupils does not stand in 
the way of the effectiveness of education. Inclusion fa-
vours the skills of all.82

After several in-depth interviews with teachers (whe-
ther they have a child with SEN in their class), Mortier et 
al. see that after the first adjustments in the room, ad-
justment to the children (with SEN) and adjustment to 
the ‘new’ teacher style, inclusion often works. And this 
applies to all children (including those with SEN). As the 
most important ‘change’, they mention the change in so-
cial relationships. Children develop more positive attitu-
des towards each other. Only in the second instance do 
they see an average progress in other skills, often partly 
due to the changed social reality.83

Inclusion of students with severe SEN in general educa-
tion is still a huge challenge. Educational systems in Flan-
ders often tremble on their foundations when making the 
transition to inclusive education. Mortier tries to close 
the gap between theory of inclusion and ‘theory in use’ 
and those ‘communities of practice’ have the knowledge 
and practice experience within themselves to make inclu-
sion worke.84

Czech Republic

In the Czech Republic, the inclusive measures are clearly 
a step in the right direction. Investment is being made, 
support for co-education has been consolidated, and the 
roles of individual actors are being strengthened – tea-
chers, assistants, but also staff of school counselling 
facilities. Individual actors communicate more and more 
effectively with each other, and support goes more clear-
ly to the final user – to the child. Greater cooperation be-
tween schools, other institutions and non-governmental 
non-profit organisations is also evident, although in some 
cases boundaries between the competences of individual 
participants are still being sought.

If we are talking about facts on the topic of inclusion in 
primary schools, there is some research that has dealt 
with these topics. Public attitudes towards inclusive 
education were developed by the non-governmental 
non-profit organisation EDUin (2017). The results of their 
investigation give substantial findings. Although strong 
opponents predominate over strong supporters (with a 
ratio of approx. 31.5 to 14.5%), the group of people who do 
not reject inclusion under certain conditions is the largest 
(more than 53%). It turns out that the picture provided by 
social networks does not reflect the real state of public 
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opinion, because on social media the opponents express 
themselves. The surprise is the high degree of anti-inclu-
sion in the segment of people between the age of 18 and 
29 years of life. The analysis says that the inclusion of 
children with intellectual disabilities and Roma children 
has the least support. The conditions under which most 
of those surveyed would agree to inclusion are a smaller 
number of children in the classes (up to 20), the consent 
of the child’s parents with a disability and the presence 
of a teaching assistant.85 According to the Association of 
Special Educators in the Czech Republic (2017), the fo-
llowing problems occurred with the implementation of 
inclusive education in ordinary primary schools:

 ❖ Increase in administrative burden for pedagogical 
staff.

 ❖ Reduced level of education due to a higher number 
of pupils with educational and behaviour problems 
and the resulting lack of time for “ordinary” pupils 
and pupils with extraordinary talents.

 ❖ Teachers’ concerns stem from their professional 
orientation and approbation, but to a large extent 
they lack special pedagogical skills.

 ❖ Inappropriate offer of further education courses 
for pedagogical staff

 ❖ The teacher assistant function (TA) is generally 
very well perceived and evaluated. On the other 
hand, there is a negative acceptance of their ex-
pertise and an overestimation of their function in 
education. The major problem is the lack of fun-

ding provided and thus their generally low salary, 
which results in a shortage.

 ❖ A positive evaluation is the transfer of knowledge, 
information, experience within the schools them-
selves.86

The representatives of the educational institutions agreed 
that there have been many changes in inclusive education 
in recent years, which have been reflected upon primarily 
as a disproportionate administrative burden. The system 
was also not sufficiently piloted in advance, so its indivi-
dual shortcomings were finetuned only during operation, 
which was not ideal. However, as part of the research, 
schools have agreed that inclusive measures are a step 
in the right direction. They allow schools to do what they 
have tried to do before transparently and openly, but now 
it is viewed as a systemic issue. Over time, inclusion has 
received more public awareness. It is more often talked 
about today and is perceived more as a normal state and 
not as an anomaly.87

The brief overview of research about the inclusive 
approach shows the impact on different levels. First, 
regarding the development of children with disabilities, 
being part of a mainstream environment with the right 
support, enhances their social and communication skills 
and improves their behaviour. The social and emotional 
development promotes their independence. More spe-
cifically, it has a positive impact on sociability, on the 
development of self-confidence and self-respect of the 
students with disabilities. Inclusion favours their affec-
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tive development, especially in the area of self-esteem 
and self-concept. It enhances the social adaptation pro-
cess and by consequence their social relations inside and 
outside the classroom. They have more friends and show 
more happiness when interacting with peers. It is not 
surprising that it affects their basic academic skills and 
academic performance positively. More students with 
disabilities that grew up in an inclusive environment are 
gradually lengthening their academic career, up to high 
school attendance. Second, their peers and classma-
tes without disabilities develop more positive attitudes 
towards diversity, become more aware, accept diversity 
and learn to coexist. Inclusion favours the development 
of all those present, the learning of coexistence and the 
regulation of conflicts. Even the classmates show signi-
ficant higher school performances when compared with 

classes where students with disabilities study out of the 
normal class for some or all school hours. Third, the im-
pact of a well-supported inclusive environment goes be-
yond the children and the classroom and influences the 
entire educational community. It was found that knowle-
dge regarding inclusion was positively associated with 
teachers’ efforts to include students with disabilities and 
that teachers express more positive attitudes towards 
inclusion. And finally, parental satisfaction increases due 
to inclusive educational practices, environment and spe-
cial equipment, classmates’ and families’ acceptance, in-
tegration between education and rehabilitation activities.

Conclusion: everyone involved in an inclusive learning and 
play environment benefits. Inclusion really works.
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